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THE USE OF ELLA, LEI, AND LA AS POLITE 
FORMS OF ADDRESS IN ITALIAN. 

I. DATE OF THE INTRODUCTION OP ELLA, LEI, AND LA AS POLITE 
FORMS OF ADDRESS. 

The latest treatment of this question is that of Meyer- Ltibke, 
who says: 

La Troisieme Personne employee par politesse au lieu de la Deuxieme, 
au Singulier comme au Pluriel, se rencontre en Italie, en Espagne et en 
Portugal. En italien, le nom de la personne a qui l'on s'adresse est 
remplace' a l'origine par Vossignoria, qui peut naturellement a son tour 
8tre suppled par le pronom correspondant: ella ou lei, forme qui apparait 
au XVI e siecle et qui s'Stend rapidement, au point qu'elle est la seule 
usitee aujourd'hui dans les classes 6lev6es de la soci6te7 

Abstract substantives were already used as forms of address in 
late Latin. Schmalz says that sanditas tua? was used in address- 
ing bishops from the end of the fourth century. In the early 
Italian monuments vostra Signoria* was used regularly in formal 
address, but was never repeated by ella. The first occurrence of 
this pronoun used in address in the texts consulted is found in 
Giovanni Fiorentino, 4 who wrote in 1378. In this text le, the 
dative of ella, refers directly to santita and is translated "to you." 
The use of ella for voi began in constructions like this, where the 
noun to which it referred stood immediately before it. 5 Later, 

iQrammaire des Langues Romanes (Paris, 1900), Vol. Ill, 1195; compare also Blanc, 
Grammatik der italidnischen Sprache (Halle, 1844), p. 273. 

2Cf. MOller's Handbuch (Miinchen, 1890), Vol. II, p. 535d. 
3 Cf. Blanc, op. cit., p. 274 n. 1. 

■iCf. II Pecorone, 10, 1 : "Avenne ohe passeggiando loro per Roma, furono dalla donna 
conosciutl, l'uno per fratello (perche U padre fra queste mezzo era morto) e Paltro per 
marito ; ed ella presentandosi davanti al papa, gli disse : Beatissimo padre, vostra santita 
sa che io mai non le ho voluto manifestare di chi sieno nati questi figliuoli, ne ch'io mi sia." 
5 For a similar construction in French, compare La Fontaine, Fables, 1, 10: 
Sire, repond l'agneau, que votre majeste 
Ne se mette pas en colere ; 
Mais plutot qu'elle considere 
Que je me vas desalterant 
Dans le courant 
Plus de vingt pas au-dessous d'elle. 

Compare also Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme, II, 9: " Monseigneur, nous la remercions tres 
humblement de ses liberalites." 

1 [Modern Philology, January, 1904 
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however, the noun was omitted and ella came to be looked upon 
as the regular form of polite address. 

The use of lei and la as subject forms in polite address dates 
from the sixteenth century. Giovanni della Casa 1 uses la for ella 
in address frequently, while Benvenuto Cellini 2 uses lei for ella 
once in his letters. 

II. AGREEMENT OF PAST PARTICIPLES AND ADJECTIVES MODIFYING 
ELLA, LEI, AND LA USED AS POLITE FORMS OF ADDRESS. 

1. Blanc, 3 reviewing the statements of the older grammarians 
on this point, says: 

Manche gramma tiker 4 sind auch dieser meinung, dass man sagen 
miisse: voi oder ella (uomo) siete oder e troppo timido; oder voi, ella 
(donna) siete oder e troppo timida, und ebenso im plural, wenn mehrere 
manner oder frauen angeredet werden. Andere 5 verlangen dagegen, 
dass das adjectiv oder participium sich nach dem ella richten solle: 
ella si e degnata, auch wenn man mit einem manne spricht. Wieder 
andere 6 behaupten: wenn die hiilfsverba essere and avere allein im 
satze standen. dann miisse sich das adjectiv oder pronomen nach dem 
ella richten, z. b. Ella (signore) era molto afflitta, io Fho ringraziata piu 
volte. Wenn man sich aber eines anderen verbums bediene, dann richte 
sich das adjectiv oder participium nach dem wirklichen geschlecht 
des angeredeten: Ella si mostra sempre disinvolto e spassionato. Noch 
andere 7 geben die regel: wenn das verbum essere als hiilfswort stehe, 
so miisse das participium sich nach ella richten, die folgenden adjec- 
tive aber nach dem wirklichen geschlecht der angeredeten person, also 
Ella (Signore) si e mostrata non meno savio che benigno; und wenn man 

1 Cf. p. 46 : " E tan to piu me le sento obbligato, quanto io mi rendo sicuro, che quella 
parte della grazia, che il Sig. Duca ha fatta per reverenza di N. Sig. sara piu stabile in ogni 
caso per il rispetto, e per gli obblighi, che S. Ecc. ha a V. Sig. Illustriss. come io veggo per 
la copia della Lettera, che La si e degnata di farmi mandare;" p. 50: "Solo le dico, ch'io 
mi sforzert d'esser tale, che La non abbia mai cagione di pentirsi dell' onorato giudicio, che 
La si e degnata fare di me." 

2 Cf. VIII: "Non d'altro genuflesso la supplico, se non che mi facci degno di risposta, 
avvendomene piu e piu volte fatto degno papi, lo imperatore e uno cosl gran re; Lei 
degna e santa, a loro equale, mi faccia degno della sua grazia: quale Iddio lunghissima e 
felicissima conservi. 

3 Of. op. cit., pp. 275, 276. 

*Feenow, Italianische Sprachlehrefilr Deutsche (Tubingen, 1804), p. 546: Minneb, Wis- 
senschaftliche Sprachlehre (Frankfurt a/M, 1830), p. 120. 

5 Francesco Soave, Grammatica Bagionata della Lingua Italiana (Milano, 1816), p. 185. 

6 Valentini, Italianischer Lehrer (Leipzig, 1827), Vol. II, p. 21. 

'Galignani, Grammar and Exercises in 24 Lectures on the Italian. Language (London, 
1794), p. 61. 
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im plural sich der worte Le Signorie loro bediene, so mtissen die adjec- 
tive sich nach diesen worten richten: Le Signorie loro son molto dotte. 
Aus alien diesen, zum theil sich. widersprechenden regeln lasst sich. 
das resultat ziehen, dass, wenn in sehr formlicher, oder auch sehr unter- 
wiirfiger rede jemand sich der titulaturen Vostra Signoria, oder Ecce- 
lenza, Paternita und ahnlicher bedient, er dann auch die adjective auf 
diese titel beziehen musse; wahrend man im gemeinen leben, im 
gespr&ch, in briefen, etc., ohne riicksicht auf das vorangehende ella, 
die adjective und participien mit dem wirklichen geschlecht der ange- 
redeten Person ubereinstimmen l&sst. 

2. Of the grammarians of today Grandgent says: 

The usual form of address in Italy is Ella (or ella), objective Lei (or 
lei); in conversation Ella is replaced by Lei (or lei). This word really 
means "it," and takes the verb in the third person; but an adjective or 
past participle modifying it agrees in gender with the person it represents. 1 

On the other hand, Sauer says: 

The polite mode Ella {Lei) being always considered feminine, all 
adjectives and participles, even when belonging to masculine nouns, 
should agree with it. This rule is often neglected. 2 

Throughout his grammar Sauer 3 writes the femininine forms 
of adjectives and participles relating to ella or lei. 

The resume' given below will show how this construction is 
represented in the texts examined for this study: 

1. Past participle modifying ella, lei, or la is feminine when 
the person addressed is masculine:* D 6 rule, E 6 rule, F' rule, Gr 8 
rule, H 9 rule, I 10 rule, K 11 rule, N 12 rule, Q. 13 

1 Italian Grammar (Boston, 1891), p, 52. 

^Italian Conversation-Grammar (New York, 1899), p. 60 n. 1. 

3Cf. Satjee, op. cit., p. 60: "E Lei (uomo), quando e nataf" 

4 Cf. E (Lettere), p. 24: "Io ringrazio V. Ecc. Illustriss. quanto posso, ch'ella si sia deg- 
nata di ricevere il Sig. Annibale con tanta benignita ; " H, p. 2 : " Io dunque, come sue, quali 
elle si siano (poi che non mi e permesso di farle dono di cose mie, e moggiori) gliele offero, 
et appresento, pregrandola a restar compiacciuta di gradirle con cosl lieta fronte, e cosl 
giocondo viso, come io divotamente gliele dedico." 

5Cf. p. 305. 

6Cf. E, pp. 15, 20, 24, 30, 31, 42, 43, 48, 50, 52, 57 (Lettere) ; 135 (Orazione). 

'Cf. p. 151. 8 Of. XXV. 8Cf. p. 2. io Cf. p. 3. "Cf. p. 2. 

12 Cf . La Locandiera, 1,5; II, 6, 13 ; III, 4. Compare also Le Smanie per la Villeggiatura, 
1, 1,2, 4; III, 2, 3,8. 

13 Cf. chap. 5, p. 68. 
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2. Adjective modifying ella, lei, or la is feminine when the 
person addressed is masculine: 1 D 2 rule, E 3 rule, G 4 rule. 

3. Past participle modifying ella, lei, la is masculine when the 
person addressed is masculine: 6 Q 6 rule, R rule, S 7 rule, U 8 rule. 

4. Adjective modifying ella, lei, la is masculine when the 
person addressed is masculine: 9 N 10 rule, Q 11 rule, R 12 rule, S 13 rule. 

The grammarians who have discussed the agreement of 
adjectives and past participles modifying ella, lei, and la used 
as polite forms of address have not treated the question histori- 
cally. They have merely attempted to state the usage at the 
time at which they write. From the resum6 given above we are 
able to determine to some extent the historical development of 
this construction. From this table it will be seen that during 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries both the adjective and 
past participle were feminine when modifying ella, lei, or la used 
in address. In the eighteenth century the participle still retains 
its feminine form in such constructions, while the adjective is 
masculine or feminine according to the gender of the person 
addressed. Groldoni, writing about the middle of the century, 
uses the feminine participle and the masculine adjective when the 
person addressed is masculine. In I Promessi Sposi, 14 which was 

1 E (Lettere) , p. 28 : "La qual grazia io riporrd con gli altri f avori ricevuti da lei ; alia 
quale bacio la mano, pregrando N. Sig. Dio, che feliccissima la conservi;" G, IX: "Molto 
mio divinissimo patrone, io la prego che sia contenta di farmi pagare la gabella del podere." 

2 Cf . p. 306. 3 Cf . Lettere, pp. 15, 27, 28, 30, 34. 

id. VIII, IX, XIV, XVII, XVIII. 

5 Cf . U, p. 45 : " Bisogna addirittura che lei, professore, f accia di tutto perche la mia 
Albertina non vada quest' anno a villeggiare dalla baronessa .... non c' e che lei che 
possa persuaderla . . . . e forse lei ci riuscira, . . . . e stato suo maestro ; S (II Maestro di 
Mio Padre) ; " p. 113: " Lei il primo anno, e stato per un pezzo nel primo banco a sinistra 
vicino alia finestra." 

6Cf. chap. 5, p. 68. ~> Cf. II Maestro di Mio Padre, p. 113. 8Cf. p. 45. 

*>Cf. R (II Maestro di Calligrafla), p. 76: " Per carita, professore, non si dia pena per 
noi,— disse la signora. — Lei e cosl buono, che siamo venuti a chiederle unfavore; S (La 
Mia Padrona di Casa);" p. 101: "Lei se ne torna colla sua famiglia; io, povera vecchia, 
rimango sola. Si ricordi qualche volta di me che le volevo bene come a un flgliuolo. Abbia 
giudizio ; continui a studiare e sara contento." 

•1 Cf . Le Smanie per la Villeggiatura, 1, 12 ; III, 6. Compare also La Locandiera, III, 
17, 18. 

» Cf. chap. 1, p. 19. 12 Cf. II Maestro di Calligrafla, p. 76. 

13 Cf. II Maestro di Mio Padre, p. 113. 

i*Cf. chap, v, p. 68: "Sappiam bene che lei non e venuta al mondo col cappuccio in 
capo, e che il mondo V ha conosciuto." 
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completed in 1822, Manzoni uses a masculine and feminine 
participle in the same sentence, modifying lei and la respectively. 
On the other hand, he writes the masculine form of adjectives 
when the person addressed is masculine. Since Manzoni I have 
found only the masculine form of both adjectives and past 
participles modifying ella, lei, or la used in addressing male 
beings. 1 

The construction in which the adjective and the past participle 
take the gender of the person addressed, and not that of the 
grammatical subject (ella, etc.), is doubtless by analogy to the 
same construction of voi. It will be observed that, in the polite 
form of address, the adjectives and past participle took the gender 
of the grammatical subject as long as the noun to which ella, lei, 
and la referred stood immediately before them. For example, in 
the letters of Bembo, Giovanni della Casa, 2 Annibale Caro, and 
Benvenuto Cellini, 3 the pronoun of address is always placed near, 
and associated with, some such ceremonious term as Sua Eccel- 
lenza. At the beginning of the eighteenth century, when Sua 
Eccellenza, etc., ceased to be expressed (except in rare cases), and 
the pronouns ella, lei, and la were looked upon as referring 
directly to the person addressed and not to Vossignoria, etc., the 
adjective began to agree logically, taking the gender of the 
person addressed. On the other hand, the past participle prob- 
ably continued to agree with the grammatical subject through- 
out the eighteenth century, and sporadic examples of such a 
construction are found at the beginning of the nineteenth 
century. 

A further step toward sense-agreement in the construction in 
question is the substitution of egli* for ella or lei. The only 

•Of. S {II Maestro di Mio Padre), p. 113: "(Lei) e stato buono tanto a ricordarsi del suo 
povero maestro." 

2 Cf. p. 57: "Macerto V. Sig. mi fa vergognare, lodandomi tanto di soverchio; percifi io 
la prego, che la moderi il corso dell' amore verso di me, dal quale Ella e stata trasportata 
troppo oltre termine." 

3Cf. XVIII: "Onde io molto mi raccomando a V. S. e la prego." 

*Cf. Bowen, First Italian Readings (Boston, 1897), p. 72: " II Preside, esternando il suo 
rammarico per la risoluzione del professore Antonino, gli aveya detto con una gentilezza 
insolita:— Senza complimenti, professore, se egli non ha voglia di stare in classe tutt' oggi, 
incarico un altro. Lei ha lavorato pe' suoi giorni abbastanza." 
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example that I have noted of egli used in this sense occurs in 
Enrico Castelnuovo's II Maestro di Calligrafta. 1 

The tendency for adjectives and past participles to agree logi- 
cally is also seen in the use of bestia and persona 2 in early Italian 
texts. Adjectives modifying bestia and persona 3 used in the 
sense of uomo were sometimes masculine in Old Italian. One 
finds the reverse of this construction in the case of French 
on( Latin homo. Although on is masculine in its origin, a 
feminine adjective may relate to it, when the sense is clearly 
feminine. 4 
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